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R177People attending this winter’s 
World Economic Forum in Davos, 
Switzerland had plenty to feel gloomy 
about in the current global economic 
situation. But they had the added grist 
of a session on demographics that 
made grim listening.
The world’s population will grow by 
50 per cent in the next four decades, 
rising from six billion to nine billion 
by 2050, the panel — including 
Enrico Giovanni, the chief statistician 
at the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) — said.
One billion of those will live in slums 
and nine out of ten of the extra people 
will live in the most economically and 
environmentally fragile countries, they 
expect.
By 2050 there will be more people 
aged over 60 in China than there are 
in the whole world now. China’s one 
child per family policy means there will 
not be enough young people to care 
for them, they predict.
And many of working age will be 
increasingly caught between lots of 
unhappy young people who cannot 
find work and lots of old people with 
high expectations and long lives, but 
not enough resources to help them.
They particularly highlighted the 
problem of the Middle East and 
North Africa with the highest rate of 
youth unemployment in the world. 
Countries in the region need to create 
100 million jobs in the next 20 years. 
The consequences of not addressing 
education and economic issues to 
meet this target are daunting, they 
argued.
In spite of these diverse predictions 
requiring complex and demanding 
policies if they are to be tackled, there 
is a growing movement in support 
of highlighting the overall growth 
in human population as a target for 
action. It happened in the 1970s, 
particularly with the publication of 
Paul Ehrlich’s book The Population 
Bomb, but predictions of widespread 
starvation in the face of a rising 
population did not materialise and 
many current environmental and 
conservation groups avoid the 
issue, according to some of those 
now seeking to bring it back on the 
agenda.
“It’s the great taboo of 
environmentalism, the size and growth 
of the human population,” says John 
Feeny, a Colorado-based environment 
News focus
writer who has organised a ‘Global 
Population Speak Out’ (GPSO).
“Most natural scientists agree our 
growing numbers and our unchecked 
impact on the natural environment 
move us inexorably toward global 
calamities of unthinkable severity,”  
he says.
The GPSO is aiming to sign up 
influential people to help lobby 
policymakers on population issues 
with a flurry of activity last month. 
“This used to be a big deal: people 
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R178used to talk about it a lot,” says Jon 
Erlandson, an anthropologist at the 
University of Oregon and supporter 
of the GPSO. “Now it’s not part 
of any regular dialogue about the 
environmental problems humans 
face.”
It is also a question that has been 
ducked because of the often ugly 
history of social and political efforts 
to control human reproduction that 
culminated in the eugenics of the last 
century and the many social problems 
that have emerged under China’s 
one- child policy.
One of the problems of population 
issues is that they are very unevenly 
spread. Many countries have 
potentially enough natural resources 
to provide for their population. But 
many more, particularly developed 
nations, do not.
And it is growing awareness of this 
that is raising the population issue in 
countries such as the UK — one of 
the most densely populated countries 
and one that is highly dependent on 
other countries for food and other 
commodities. The UK’s population 
is projected by the Office of National 
Statistics to increase from 60 to 
70 million over the next 20 years. 
A new ‘think tank’ — The Optimum 
Population Trust — is now urging 
the British government to conduct 
an inquiry into the number of people 
the UK can support that are able to 
enjoy a good quality of life without 
damaging the environment. Calls have 
begun to emerge to create a social 
environment in which producing more 
than two offspring is irresponsible.
The UK supplies only 30 per cent 
of its economic needs from within 
its boundaries and ranks among the 
world’s 20 least self-sufficient and 
most over-populated countries, with 
an estimated 42 million “too many” 
people, the trust said. 
Jonathon Porritt, chair of the 
UK government’s Sustainable 
Development Commission told 
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PA Photos.)The Times that couples who have 
more than two children are being 
“irresponsible” by creating an 
unbearable burden on the environment. 
He argues that political leaders and 
green campaigners can no longer 
duck the issue of environmental harm 
caused by an expanding population. “I 
am unapologetic about asking people 
to connect up their own responsibility 
for their total environmental footprint 
and how they decide to procreate 
and how many children they think are 
appropriate.”
But declining numbers in a 
developed country come with other 
problems. Japan’s population had 
its sharpest decline ever last year as 
deaths outnumbered births, posing an 
escalating economic threat to growth 
prospects amid a global recession. 
With low birthrates and long lifespans, 
Japan’s shrinking population is ageing 
more quickly than any other economic 
power. About one-fifth of Japan’s 126 
million people are aged over 65 and 
deaths have outnumbered births since 
2005.
But one report last month provided 
some light in the gloom. The UN 
Environment Programme made clear 
the potential environmental problems 
that lay ahead as a result of climate 
change, land degradation and water 
shortages. But it also highlighted 
the extraordinary inefficiencies in 
the production, distribution and 
consumption of food. “More than half 
the food produced worldwide today 
was either lost, wasted or thrown 
away due to inefficiencies”, said UNEP 
executive director, Achim Steiner.
“There is evidence within the report 
that the world could feed the entire 
projected population growth alone by 
becoming more efficient, while also 
ensuring the survival of wild animals, 
birds and fish on the planet.”
The report said more than a third 
of the world’s cereals were being 
used for animal feed and that 
this proportion was expected to 
rise to a half by 2050. It proposed 
using recycled food waste as an 
environmentally friendly alternative.
But such reports are unlikely to 
sway those seeking to highlight the 
burden of global human numbers. 
“Many now recognise the urgency 
with which we need to halt the human-
caused degradation of the Earth’s 
natural environment. Can we break 
down a taboo that blocked the path 
towards that goal?” says Feeney.
